single interpretation has proven fully convincing. This study will review various discussions of the poem, attempt to reconcile some seemingly contradictory explanations, and offer a new interpretation. I also will attempt to explain its significance within the Chinese poetic tradition. Du Fu was the bridge between High Tang ;-t_+-("Twenty-two Rhymes Respectfully Presented to Assistant Director of the Left Wei"), Du Fu portrays himself as an assured young man, confident of passing the exams, suddenly shocked by the reality of failure.7 One would be hard pressed to design a better jinshi candidate. His learning, his literary gifts, his concern for the people and the dynasty, all would seem to guarantee success. It is true, however, that only a very small percentage of jinshi candidates passed.8 In Du Fu's descriptions of his failure and disappointment there is a clear sense that his misfortune was undeserved, yet he does not try to explain or blame.9 It has been suggested that Du Fu's style did not fit with the current fashion, but this is speculative, and in the end we simply do not know why this seemingly ideal candidate was not passed.10 Du Fu's experience with the jinshi exam may help us to understand "Wang yue." It is important that we have some idea of his frame of mind as he left the capital and headed east. The civil service exams were crucial to men of Du Fu's class; they could make or break a career. The joy, exhilaration and relief of success, but more often the shock and despair of failure frequently found expression in literati poetry. Though it is an early work, one immediately recognizes the touch of the man who would eventually become one of China's two most celebrated poets. This poem has long been admired for the strength and boldness of its voice. A number of critics, aware of the biographical setting-that the poem was composed soon after Du Fu's failure in the exams and subsequent retreat from the capital-have been especially moved by his spirit and youthful confidence. Instead of succumbing to failure, we find Du Fu gazing at a mountain and promising himself that he would someday (like Confucius) mount its peak and gaze down upon the world. The daring imagery, in particular the strange third couplet, is striking; it is an early example of a unique approach to language and diction that would eventually help transform poetry.
But though "Wang yue" has long been appreciated and discussed, it is a far more complex work than has usually been thought. It is not only an expression of confidence and resolve; it also represents the balancing of a welter of seemingly "contradictory" thoughts and feelings, whose key lies in the third couplet. This couplet, with its striking, violent images and puzzling ambiguities, has been the subject of much admiration, controversy and discussion. Another recent and even more radical proposal suggests that the subject of the third couplet is not Du Fu, but Mount Tai itself: it is Mount Tai that is heaving its breast and giving birth to clouds and mist. The split eye-sockets are explained as caverns or grottoes into which returning birds enter. Paul Kroll argues that since each previous couplet focuses on the mountain itself, it is unnecessary to shift the focus toward the speaker. By taking Mount Tai as the subject one avoids the "...'daring' inversion of normal syntax and the logical incongruities necessitated by the approved interpretation."21 But one cannot help feel that this is going too far. This degree of anthropomorphism seems too extreme, even bizarre. With regard to the structure of the work, the third couplet of an eight line poem is the typical location of the break or turn, and thus a natural place for a change of subject or focus.22 More important, the rationale or intent of such a striking conception is not clear. One is left with a strange, gaping image (how and why do caves and grottoes become likened to split eyesockets?) with little hint as to how it is to be "pursued. Although several commentators have cited Sima Xiangru's line, they have not attempted to apply the image to Du Fu's line. Instead they have cited this as an example of Du Fu borrowing a phrase and then using it for his own different purposes.27 It may not be wise to ignore this possible signal; the precedent is possibly much more significant than has been thought. Stephen Owen, for example, while basically agreeing with the traditional explanations, suspects that Du Fu is also drawing upon the imagery from the "Zixu fu" to suggest that his close attention to the returning birds is comparable to the archers taking aim when they hunt.28 However, we might take the hunting image even further, as will be discussed below. Another important question which has not been asked is why Du Fu's gaze should have focused on returning birds of all objects, and why they should impress him so much that they seem to enter his eyes (or his eyes even seem to enter the birds)? Up to this point the poem's subject matter has been fairly traditional. For example, clouds and mists are typically associated with mountains, and are often mentioned in the long tradition of Mount Tai poems. The image of returning birds is somewhat unexpected, though as will be seen it does have important precedents. The third couplet thus presents a host of problems. Du Fu's difficult, ambiguous language has caused commentators to differ on the literal meaning of his lines; more important, the rationale of his style and the significance of his images have yet to be fully explored. It is all very confusing.
Before offering yet another explanation of these lines, I remind the reader that Du Fu's poem begins with him gazing at Mount Tai and then asking what in fact Mount Tai was like. As Paul Kroll has stressed, Du Fu's work belongs to a long tradition of Mount Tai poems, and Kroll's study, "Verses from on High: The Ascent of T'ai Shan" is an excellent review of this tradition. In addition, it is a helpful introduction to the place of mountains and specifically Mount Tai in the Chinese tradition.29 I will not go into detail on this important subject, but will simply review some points that we should keep in mind as we read Du Fu's poem. To begin with, mountains were sacred places. They were regarded as links between Heaven and Earth, and intermediaries between Heaven and Man. Their peaks and clouds were seen as the source of rivers, rain, and fertility, hence generators of life; they were the abode of divinities, spirits, souls and immortals. Loved, respected and feared, they were repositories of a variety of spiritual feelings and thoughts, and meant different things to different people. They were the objects of state cults-emperors sacrificed at mountains; recluses retreated from the world into mountains; Daoists sought immortality in mountains. Each mountain had its character and significance. Mount Tai He pictured himself lying sick unto death and his aunt bending over him, beseeching one little forgiving word, but he would turn his face to the wall, and die with that word unsaid. Ah, how would she feel then? And he pictured himself brought home from the river, dead, with his curls all wet, and his poor hands still for ever, and his sore heart at rest. these terms in their literal sense as the northern and southern or the dark and light slopes of a mountain.51 It is true that Du Fu is describing the physical mountain, so immense that its northern and southern slopes appear to literally split the view into dusk and dawn. Yet we now also understand that Du Fu was at the same time thinking of yin and yang metaphorically. Mount Tai, as the destination of departed souls and also the animator or bestower of life, was the ultimate symbol of both life and death; of yin and yang together.
Finally, Du Fu declares that someday he will mount the summit, where in a single glance all other mountains will dwindle. Du Fu is alluding to Confucius who was said to have climbed Mount Tai, the world dwindling before his eyes.52 By alluding to yet another Mount Tai tradition, Du Fu expresses the renewal of his hopes and ambitions. This was the sacred mountain most associated with statecraft. Emperors hoped to conduct feng and shan sacrifices there; officials hoped to climb it with their emperors;53 Confucius himself had been to the top.54 By declaring that he would emulate Confucius, Du Fu is indicating that his confidence and ideals have been "reborn." As was mentioned above, critics have particularly admired the strength and bravado of Du Fu's lines, especially in light of the fact that he had just failed the exams. We know of Du Fu's disappointment and pain, yet even while he was expressing a sense of injury and a longing to retreat, this same person could declare that he would someday mount the summit as Confucius had. Once more, however, there is more to Du Fu's statement than meets the eye. This is more than bravado. Of course Du Fu will someday mount the summit. All men will mount the summit; all men will return to Mount Tai as departed souls. Du Fu's statement of bravado is also an acknowledgement of mortality. And it can be suggested that it was precisely this awareness of mortality that gave Du Fu comfort and strength.
The word "gaze" (wang |) in the title of Du Fu's poem can also mean "expect," "wish," or "hope." Surely he had this other sense of wang in mind, as well as its basic meaning. He literally expected and hoped for the mountain and all the things that this meant. The inspiration for Du Fu's title was probably Tao Yuanming, who, as we have seen, also gazed at and longed for a mountain. It is true that most editions of Tao's collected works have jian Q ("to perceive, to catch sight of") rather than wang, and that critics from Su Shi q_Cr (1037-1101) to James Hightower and Lin Wenyue have insisted that jian is the obviously superior reading.55 I personally prefer wang, in part because it has the secondary meaning of "expect" and "hope," and clearly Tao was part of their appeal. They were clear and direct, but safe in that they remained within the proper bounds. Du Fu's poem lies somewhere between the classical tradition of High Tang poets such as Wang Wei and such mid-Tang poets as Meng Jiao and Li He. In "Wang Yue" he is moving in directions that would eventually lead to the mid-Tang, and later. The frank, deeply personal tone, the startling, violent images, and the daring language are characteristically his. We see that Du Fu, even in his youth, was in advance of his era, going beyond convention and revitalizing the tradition. For him it is not enough to say that he is a stricken bird; rather he is a bird whose eye-sockets have been split, a bird that longs to return to Mount Tai. The image is a fresh, powerful restatement of what had been a convention. It is difficult to imagine any previous poet conceiving such an image. It is important to note, however, that Du Fu, in his own way, continued to be guided by a sense of restraint and balance. He still does not say things out loud, and has compressed his thoughts and feelings in a series of shifting, interlocked images and allusions that balance each other. It thus can be suggested that Du Fu's ambiguity was, in this case, more than a poetic technique, but can also be seen as a kind of restraint, a way of taming and masking the powerful emotions that lay behind his poem. Most important, Du Fu chose to compose his poem not as a pure complaint or lament, but at a moment when he was able to come to terms with his failure, when he was able to balance and reconcile light with dark, and his desire to retreat with his resolve to go forward. There is pain in Du Fu, but it is restrained, suppressed, and finally overcome. Through poetry it is transformed, and emerges in a different and more noble form. Du Fu's "strength" was not solely a matter of individual character. If one can speak of High Tang poets as being greater than Mid-and Late Tang poets, it is in part because history and tradition provided them with a foundation that was denied to later poets. In Du Fu's time, the standards of propriety and decorum that had developed over centuries were still in force. Most poets acknowledged them naturally and unconsciously. Of course propriety and decorum in themselves do not guarantee good poetry; in fact, in the High Tang we can see traditional standards being bent and stretched, and it can be argued that it is precisely periods such as this that produce great poetry. Poets such as Du Fu and Li Bo, in their individual ways, pushed the rules and standards and at times went beyond them. The point, however, is that the tradition still held power. Part of the force and strength of a poem such as "Wang yue" lies in the tension between the demands of a tradition that advocated restraint and the powerful, extreme feelings of the individual. In this instance they are in balance, a kind of harmony has been achieved. But one senses that the balance is delicate, and that if it were upset, the effects could be likened to the bursting of a dam.
Mid-Tang poets belonged to a different world from that of Li Bo, Wang Wei, and Du Fu. The catastrophes that had begun in 755 had drastically altered China. There had been a "fall," the old standards and traditions had broken down. Unchecked, poets such as Meng Jiao and Li He were free to pursue their personal visions of a world gone wrong. Not all writers succumbed: Han Yu is the great example of a man who struggled to revive and uphold tradition. In him one senses a strength of character and optimism (and perhaps naivete) that provides a striking contrast to his friend Meng Jiao. The Song poet, Su Shi, presents a somewhat similar impression. But at times one cannot help but feel that the apparent strength, assurance and optimism of men such as Han Yu and Su Shi were in part the result of individual effort and will, as if they were struggling to keep at bay dangerous forces that preyed on them all too easily.
There is the individual, but there is also history and time. We stand in awe of the High Tang poets, and acknowledge that they are greater than the generations that followed. Yet we also recognize that they were not just individuals, but stages in a process. Decay and fall are inevitable; poets, as part of this process, take the steps and directions that are offered them. Du Fu was a great poet in part because the times let him become great. Poets may struggle against time, and we may admire their efforts, which can be heroic in the case of a Han Yu or a Su Shi. But even they were inevitably marked by time, and denied the classical balance and strength that was granted to an earlier generation. Chinese poetry, for the most part, was the product of a certain class of educated, adult males. Although poets began their training as children, they were inevitably guided into writing "adult" poetry. The available occasions, topics, and sub-genres, such as parting poems, poems on history, eulogies, and personal laments, belonged to the realm of literate adult males whose poetry often matured and improved as they grew older. Occasionally, however, one can still catch glimpses of youth in poetry. The examinations, so crucial in the lives of the literati, were usually first taken by young men. One can think of them as a rite of passage. The pain and disappointment associated with the exams-this first encounter with adult realities-sometimes found their way into poetry. The results could show particular force and violence, and push the tradition to its limits. In "Gazing at the Mountain" we not only see Du Fu poised between youth and adulthood, but also Tang poetry-Chinese poetry-poised at an edge, an early hint of the classical tradition beginning to be threatened. Du Fu stretches the tradition, yet continues to adhere to it, taking it into new worlds and new heights, but also balancing it on a brink, ready to fall from its classical moral poise and restraint. The conflicts, pressures, and strange, powerful, wonderful shapes and images that resulted are part of Du Fu's greatness. They are also signs of impending and inevitable change. And when history and time inevitably took their toll, it was the legacy of Du Fu above all that would provide a direction for the poets who followed.
